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The History and Development of the Library of the Royal Society of Medicine by P Wade BA FLA (Librarian, Royal Society ofMedicine)
The origin of the library of the Royal Society of Medicine is in the libraries of those societies which, in 1907, fused to form the present Society. The most notable of these was the Royal Medical and Chirurgical Society of London which was founded on May 22, 1805, by a group of physicians and surgeons who were dissatisfied with the then state of the Medical Society of London. Prominent amongst the aims of the new society was the formation of an extensive and select professional library.
1805-1810
Verulam Buildings By August 1805 the Society had taken rooms at 2 Verulam Buildings, Gray's Inn, where a modest beginning was made in displaying current journals. Books were received by gift and by purchase. It says much for the seriousness of purpose of the new Society that within two years of its formation over £100 per year was being spent on books.
Under its first rules the library was open for an hour before every meeting, and also between noon and 2 p.m. every Tuesday. A member could borrow two books at a time and keep them for a fortnight; and provision was made for the recommendation by members of books for purchase. Soon after that a further rule required a written order from the member before books could be handed to a messenger on his behalf. There was no formal provision for the introduction of nonmembers to the library, but that certainly took place at times. A note, dated March 9, 1818, from Dr John Yelloly to the resident clerk, Mr Yeoman, requesting that William Clift should be given access to certain material in the library, has been preserved.
Until 1809, although the resident clerk was responsible for lending books, there was little supervision of their arrangement and housing. In that year the arrangement of the library was undertaken by Dr P M Roget. He had to allow for a piece of furniture not commonly found in libraries, a press-bedstead used by the resident clerk. Lincoln's Inn Felds In 1810 the Society moved to 3 Lincoln's Inn Fields and the use of the library increased. It was open from 2 p.m. to 5 p.m. on Mondays and Thursdays; journals as well as books were lent, and a member could have three items on loan at once. Council noted that 'the library has gradually been improving'; and, in 1812, created the office of Honorary Librarian.
The first of the line was Thomas Bateman, the dermatologist, who thought highly enough of his office to mention it on the title page of his 'Delineations of Cutaneous Diseases' (1817). He was undoubtedly a collector. In his first year of office nearly £200 was spent on books; and he and Yelloly early made a book-buying trip to Paris. He also started work on the first printed catalogue, and by 1815 the comment of Council was much more enthusiastic than in 1811. Their hope was 'that the library, which they believe at present to be much more comprehensive and valuable than any collection of medical books hitherto found in England, will soon arrive at a degree of perfection worthy of the Society and of the country'. The culmination of these years of activity was the publication, in 1816, of the first printed catalogue, which revealed certain duplications and some deficiencies. Duplicates were sold for the sake of space as well as for income gained; though the latter must have been a help in a year when book purchase and binding stood at £400. The 1816 catalogue was something of a swan-song for Dr Yelloly. Shortly afterwards he retired to Norwich, and Council, foreshadowing the later postal service of the library, ordered that in recognition of his great services to the Society, books could be sent from the library to him 'at his house near Norwich'.
In the years immediately following, the even progress of the library must have been hampered by the upheavals of removal first to 30 Lincoln's Inn Fields and then again, in 1820, to 57 Lincoln's Inn Fields. Soon after arrival there Council ordered 'that all new English medical publications be sent in as soon as published subject to their being returned to the booksellers if presented by the authors to the Society'. By 1826, four years after making that ruling, the volume of publication compelled Council to order that only books which had been seen and sent forward by the Honorary Librarians should be laid before it for purchase.
This was a time, too, when the Society was not fortunate in its servants. Mr Yeoman, the resident clerk, was dismissed in disgrace in 1819. His successor, Mr Raven, defrauded the Society; and the sale of his silver spoons which he left behind was a poor compensation. Even an Honorary Librarian was rebuked for publishing an account of the Society's proceedings, and felt compelled to resign his office. The late 1820s and early 1830s seem to have been a time when the library grew more by chance than by any strong direction, when such direction as there was consisted of selective buying of English books, and when the Society's library compared unfavourably with the growing library of the Royal College of Surgeons. It was a reflection of that state of affairs which caused a reviewer of Forbes' 'Medical Bibliography' to write, in 1835, of the Society's library:
'It is only lately that any French journals have been added; no German or Italian or any other beside the French is now received. Only a minority of modern works, and those slowly, are procured.... The utmost ignorance of foreign medical literature evidently prevails among the managers.' Even as the reviewer wrote a revival had started in library affairs. In 1832, there was, for the first time, an 'assistant to the Librarians', a paid servant of the Society whose primary duty was to the library. This was Mr Williams, who broke the unhappy tradition of some earlier servants. Indeed in 1841, Dr Lee, when retiring from the office of Honorary Librarian 'spoke in high terms of the attention of the sub-librarian, Mr Williams, to the comfort of the Fellows'. Probably in Mr Williams's early years of service attention was somewhat diverted from the library by the efforts to secure a Royal charter, which was granted in 1834, and by preparations for the removal of the Society, in 1835, to 53 Berners Street.
1835-1889 53 Berners Street
That move was soon followed by the institution of a formal library committee, which held its first meeting on April 16, 1836. That first committee had 11 members, of whom 3 formed a quorum, and it rapidly set about the task of removing some of the reproaches which had been levelled at the library. Broken sets of French journals were completed; and some major German ones were ordered. A revision of the catalogue was put in hand and, though expense of printing caused some delay, it was distributed to Fellows in 1844. The use of the library by readers was increasing and some attention was given to their comfort. Gas lighting was introduced in 1838 (about fifty years later it was being blamed as a cause of damage to bindings) and in 1840, 'following a petition of Fellows against coldness and discomfort in the library', two Arnott's stoves were installed.
The brief minutes of the library committee in the first ten years of its existence show fairly extensive, though selective, buying. They also show very clearly, as far as Continental works were concerned, that the preponderance of attention was directed to France. In later years, German began to appear more; and some American journals were added, though, often enough, only after a decision had been deferred from meeting to meeting. Apart from a few journals such as the American Journal ofMedical Sciences, the committee hesitated long before taking any action. The attitude was that formally minuted in January 1847: 'The subject of additional journals from America was consideredbut it did not appear expedient to order any new American journals until more precise information be obtained respecting their value.'
Although by 1847 the growth of the library had meant the allotment to it of a further room for storage the need for strong and critical attention was recognized. A special committee of 21 Fellows was set up to enquire into deficiencies and to recommend purchases. Amongst their activities these Fellows undertook a comparison of the catalogue of the Royal Medical and Chirurgical Society with those of the Royal College of Surgeons of England, and the Royal Medical Society of Edinburgha fairly plain indication of which libraries were thought the most comprehen-sive of the day. The outcome was the addition, at a cost of £253 lOs 9d of 432 books: 57 English, 153 French, 175 German, 5 Italian and 42 Latin. With this increased attention to the library came a greater use of it. It was kept open daily throughout the afternoon and early evening.
The growth of the library under the stimulus of the closing years of the 1840s was such that it rapidly outran the catalogue of 1844, and the preparation of an entirely new catalogue was undertaken by B R Wheatley, who was soon, following Mr Williams's retirement, to become the full-time sub-librarian of the Society.
Wheatley recatalogued the whole library, working from the books, and disregarding the earlier printed catalogues. When it was completed it showed the library holding, in 1855, 17,000 volumes and growing by about 500 volumes a year. It was announced at the same time that the daily average of readers in the library was 12; and for the convenience of readers it was ordered that arrangements be made to avoid closing the library during the period of the annual closing of the library of the Royal College of Surgeons. Another interesting and fruitful link between the two libraries at that time was Wheatley's arrangement of an exchange of duplicate material between the two. A particular purchase of 1855 indicated the extending range of language represented in the library: Greek, Italian, Spanish and Dutch dictionaries were added. A refusal of purchase, at the same time, reflected the orthodox distrust of homoeopathy in a resolution which reads: 'A Fellow of the Society having requested that a work expository of the modern views of Homoeopathists be purchased for the purpose of helping lecturers in the preparation of their lectures the Committee declined to add works of that nature to the library.' In fairness it must be said that prejudices of a particular moment were rarely long perpetuated. Just as the dislike which had excluded the Lancet in its early years from the library was soon reversed, so the exclusion of homoeopathic works did not long persist.
During the years following his appointment as sub-librarian, Wheatley had been preparing an index of the library's holdings. This was ready in manuscript in 1860. It had a twofold value because Wheatley had not been content merely to record holdings; he hid uncovered deficiencies, and once again an exceptional 'bulk' purchase of about 150 volumes was made to remedy weaknesses, especially in botany and chemistry. The interests of the Society were broadening, and increasing note was taken of the public health and administrative aspects of medicine. In late 1859 the committee added 'such Parliamentary reports on medical matters as have been printed during the last twenty years or so, and are not in the library of the Society'. They also urged the active collection of sanitary and public health reports 'for their value in illustrating results of sanitary measures on death rates and for the presentation of figures not available in the reports of the Registrar-General'.
The end of 1859 also saw specific interest in caring for, and adding to, the library collection of historical works. A new glazed bookcase was ordered for 'such books . . . as are of value on account of their antiquity, curiosity or rarity', and the Honorary Librarians were authorized to buy 'such old and valuable works, not in the library, as may occur at public sales or otherwise, to render the older portion of the library more complete'. The library committee proposed a sum of £50 per year, but the minute has a terse annotation, 'Altered to £20 by Council'.
The renewed energy in the direction of the library led to a greater use of it by readers working in the library itself, rather than simply visiting it for borrowing (over a seven-year period, 21,000 volumes had been lent). In order to mitigate inconvenience to those users it was ordered in 1860 that there should be duplication of purchase of the Lancet, Medical Times and Gazette, London Medical Gazette, British and Foreign Medical Review, and the Cyclopadia of Anatomy and Physiology so that copies might always be available for reference in the library. It was also ordered that 'bibliographical works of reference, and dictionaries of languages' should not be allowed out of the library. At this time, too, the library first began to supplement its buying by maintaining a society subscription to a commercial subscription library. Further storage space had to be allotted to the library in 1863; and, in addition to collecting portraits of medical men, a start was made in forming a collection of photographs illustrative of various pathological states. This was a short-lived project, but resulted in the addition to the library of some fine examples of early clinical photography. Two years later the committee had obviously relaxed a little its earlier very cautious attitude to American works, and promptly took advantage of a suggestion for exchange of publications with the Smithsonian Institution.
Criticism now was levelled at defects in the library premises. In his address at the annual meeting in March 1865, the President, Richard Partridge, said: 'The ventilation of this library and meeting room has certainly been improved by the changes introduced last year; but it must be acknowledged that it is still dull, stuffy and quite insufficient to receive our large and ever-growing collection of books, which is at present scattered throughout the House.'
During the 1860s the Society was buying about 500 books a year and sought gifts also, particularly from Fellows who were authors. There was, however, no reluctance to buy a book which was wanted, in the hope that it might be later received by gift. The President, in 1868, after noting the addition of 519 books to the library, said: 'With reference to what has been said of the library, I must add that every Fellow who requires a book which is not there, ought to enter it in the recommendation book and in all probability the Honorary Librarians will order it at once.' The increasing attention to German work became marked at this time. Quite as many German books as French were bought; and more German journals than French were being added as a result of pressure from Fellows.
The Honorary Librarians could take leave of the 1860s with Dr Webster's grateful words in their ears. A report of the annual meeting in 1869 notes that 'Dr Webster made a few remarks as to the superiority of the Society's library to any foreign library he had seen in relation to the completeness of its journal collection'. Even so, that meeting had criticized the lack of attention paid to Italian journals. The committee took quick action on that defect; and also added further American journals, notably the Boston Medical and Surgical Journal. A pencilled note beside the minute runs 'Journal often asked for', a comment which still holds good for it in its present form as the New England Journal ofMedicine.
The growth from about 17,000 volumes in 1854 to about 25,000 in 1868 brought an increasing difficulty in storage. The library committee, noting that there was now no further room for growing sets, and that volumes had to be packed in sideways or two and three deep, recommended that Council 'should take steps towards remedying this state of plethora'. The remedy was the building in 1871-72 of a new reading room on space previously occupied by stables behind the meeting room. This was a noteworthy step for it gave not only extra storage but, for the first time, a room which was not always required for meetings. Wheatley had embarked on a re-arrangement of books which it was hoped 'would render the library as noted for convenience and ease of reference as it has long been for its value and extent'. The library was already moving away from mere size as a criterion and, instead, was seeking and would continue to seek the distinction of being one of the most active and most used of medical libraries, and one recognizing the everincreasing importance attached to the periodical publication. In 1873 573 books were added, but comment on the increased expenditure emphasized that it was 'greatly due to the increasing growth in the number of important new foreign journals, which are much in request by the Fellows and constantly being added to the library tables'.
As a footnote to all these reports of additions one rather spectacular withdrawal took place in 1874. The library committee recommended that Bergeret's book, 'Des Fraudes dans l'Accomplissement des Fonctions Generatrices' should be placed on the list of books allowed to circulate only by special permission of Council. Council, however, took a sterner view and ordered its destruction, and there is a note in the minutes, 'The volume was therefore burnt at the library committee on December 7th'.
Doubtless that action was preceded by much discussion, and loomed large in the business of the day, but far more important was the fact that in that year Wheatley began work on the last and greatest of his printed catalogues, which was issued in three volumestwo an author catalogue and the third a subject indexin 1879. By then the library had grown to about 31,000 volumes; and the number ofjournals 'on the library tables', i.e. current publications, had risen from 23 titles in the 1844 catalogue, to 177. Wheatley's catalogue and index has long been overshadowed by greater works, but it was, in its day, a very valuable publication and by any standards a monumental piece of work to be carried out by one man with many other duties to discharge.
In 1881 Wheatley's title was changed from sub-librarian to resident librarian; and in 1882 an assistant was appointed. Wheatley survived to enjoy that title, and assistance, only for a short time. He died, still in the service of the library, in 1884. His thirty years of tenure of office had seen great growth in size and in activity of the library, and his last catalogue of 1879 did show a library striving to keep abreast of new work. Subject entries in it reflect the ever-broadening scope of interests: Darwinism, Cattle plague, Hospitalism, Laryngoscope, Skin grafting, Laboratories, physiological and pathological, and a whole body of military medicine arising from the experience of the Crimean War.
Wheatley was followed by J B Bailey, from the Radcliffe Library. His stay was brief, for after three years he moved to the Royal College of Surgeons, but in his time further efforts were made, by duplication of purchase and by maintaining in the library a changing selection of 14 'of the newest books' from Lewis's circulating library, to meet the continued (and still present) reproach that books which a reader wished to use in the library were all too often on loan. Within the means available Bailey did seek to achieve a compromise between those mutually contradictory functions of a reference library and a circulating library, though he had to remind some enthusiasts who were pressing for the establishment of a separate reference library in the Society's House that lack both of space and money made such a project impossible.
His successor, apointed in 1887, was that great figure in the history of the library, and of the Society as a whole, J Y W (later Sir John) MacAlister. He early showed himself zealous in increasing the library. Buying went on briskly, and though German works were still predominant, exchanges were coming to be world wide. American exchanges were now readily accepted; Australian and Japanese exchanges also appeared.
1889-1910
Hanover Square Some temporary arrangements were made to ease pressure on space but MacAlister clearly saw that a move to larger premises was urgent; and his 'assiduous enquiries' led to the move, in 1889, to a larger House, 20 Hanover Square. When this move was decided upon it was laid down that, since the growth of the library was the prime reason for moving, the library must be the first consideration in planning the lay-out in the new House; and it was particularly stressed that the reading room must be wholly distinct from the meeting room. Shelving was provided for 60,000 volumes (the library then held about 35,000) and the move from Berners Street was quickly made. Now that the holding of a meeting no longer put the reading room out of use the opening hours became 2 p.m. to 7 p.m., though lack of sufficient staff led to the rejection of a suggestion that the library should also be open for an hour in the morning for the issue and return of books.
In earlier years there had from time to time been quite considerable discarding of duplicates and earlier editions of standard texts when pressure on space became heavy, but now came an increasing recognition of the usefulness of duplicate copies; and recognition, too, of the value of preserving a copy of the successive editions of standard works. Indeed a report made in 1892, at the instigation of Timothy Holmes, on 'Superfluous books in the library' was a fine example of a self-cancelling device. It laid down classes of books 'Which could be thrown away' (with a qualifying note, 'Mem. when I say thrown away I mean sold for what they will fetch') and then went on to suggest such a variety of reasons for exceptions within those classes as virtually to accept that there was hardly anything which could be turned out of the library without detriment to its usefulness. Meantime MacAlister was pressing strongly for the purchase of duplicates of textbooks to be held in the library for reference and he secured an increase in the volumes held on subscription from Lewis's library. An increased staff, too, was needed, and one device of MacAlister's was to introduce 'pupil-assistants', i.e. apprentices to the craft of librarianship. By 1898 it was considered possible to extend the hours of opening and from the beginning of that year the library was open from 11 a.m. to 6.30 p.m.
The volume of periodical literature received as the nineteenth century drew to its close and the use made of it were ever increasing. The library committee subscribed without hesitation to new journals from Germany, America and France; and to a less extent from Italy and Spain. It was thus all the greater blow in 1900 when the Index Medicus suspended publication. The library committee strongly supported the suggestion of a grant from the Society to help maintain publication of Neale's Digest which would serve as an annual index of British literature. It is a measure of MacAlister's energy that he embarked on the compilation of an 'Index Medicus' himself. It never, for a variety of reasons, came to publication but the material gathered was of considerable value at the time to users of the library. Happily, after a few years, during which the gallant but inadequate Bibliographia Medica was published, the Index Medicus resumed publication.
By 1900 it was all too evident that the shelf space was exhausted. For a time, there was consideration of taking cheap storage space outside the Society's House. One suggestion was to take a house, as a store, in the Shepherd's Bush area, within easy reach of the Central London Railway. However, more space was found in the Society's House and certain rooms in it, previously let to other organizations, were taken for library use; and the Central London Railway did not, after all, become part of the library system.
In 1901 MacAlister became Secretary of the Society, and Archibald Clarke, who had been sub-librarian since 1895, was appointed librarian.
MacAlister, however, took the title of 'Consulting Librarian' and to a large extent kept the direction of the library in his own hands; engaged at one moment, in 1901, with the installation of 'an electrical signalling system' whereby a reader could summon an attendant to his table, and at another with the negotiations which, in 1902, brought into the Society's library the first of the collections of a specialized nature, the former library of the Laryngological Society, which the Royal Medical and Chirurgical Society undertook to maintain and administer in return for its Fellows being allowed to use the books as if they were part of the Society's library.
By 1903 the need for more staff was urgent because discussions on the catalogue, which had started some years earlier following inspection by the committee of the card catalogue of the Royal College of Surgeons and consultations between MacAlister and Billings of the Surgeon General's Library in Washington, came to a head with the decision to introduce a card catalogue. This was made with the aid of temporary workers.
As the Society approached its centenary, the Annual Report spoke, almost in exasperation, of 'the never-ending problem of book-storage'. Clarke indeed had tried to revive the old device of discarding early editions and duplicates, but that met with no favour. Instead of being given permission 'to weed out intermediate editions' he was ordered to seek a back set of the Iconographie de la Salpetriere from 1888 to 1904, of the first fifteen volumes of Mitteilungen aus den Grenzgebieten der Medizin, and to report the subscription price of Biochemische Zeitschrift.
The minutes of the library committee, the records of inspections of the library, and the annual reports all give the same impression of an ever-growing library striving to give the most generous response possible to even more rapidly increasing demands from readers. Those records contain no hint of hanging back or waiting on events during the years of negotiations which were crowned by the amalgamation of the Royal Medical and Chirurgical Society and many of the specialist societies, to form, in 1907, the Royal Society of Medicine.
The library of the Society, in its new form, was much enriched by the addition of further specialist collections. The Laryngological Society had earlier placed its books in the Society's library, and now were added such special collections as those of the former Obstetrical Society (15,000 books), the Odontological Society (5,000 books) and a few years later, on special terms, the Bowman Ophthalmological Library. Not only were gaps in the old Medico-Chirurgical library filled, but valuable duplicates of some of the great nineteenth century works were received; a boon which still permits lending of some works which otherwise, for safety's sake, would have to be kept solely for reference in the library itself.
Following the creation of the Royal Society of Medicine the library committee continued to meet monthly, but the Honorary Librarians were also empowered to spendup to £l0on new books, from meeting to meeting, so that urgent needs might be met. Fellows were now allowed to borrow 8 books at a time; and by special permission might be allowed to exceed the number for a limited period. Books could be sent to Fellows provided they paid for carriage.
The staff, which consisted of the librarians, Clarke and Hewitt, with an assistant and a pupilassistant was to be augmented by another experienced library assistant and a boy ('whose wage need not exceed lOs per week'). The arrangement of the library staff at that time was a very odd one.
Clarke, originally the librarian, under the eye of the 'consulting librarian', MacAlister, had been joined by C R Hewitt. Both were called 'the librarians' and neither had authority over the other. Council ordered that the library committee should assign duties to them and specified that 'no question of equality be raised'. It was an arrangement which certainly did not work well and the inevitable friction between 'the librarians' was not good for the library.
At this time, too, W G Spencer put forward a memorandum on library policy for consideration by the committee. In essence it suggested that the Society's library should duplicate that of the Surgeon-General, but without suggesting how that should be done, and indeed without any real consideration of the point or value of duplicating certain of the activities of that great library. The committee contented itself with the much more modest action of a review of journals taken in the Society's library; and reported that none could be deleted, and recommended that 69 new titles should be added (33 German, 14 French, 9 British, 8 American, 3 Italian, 1 Canadian and 1 Australian).
1910-1912 Cavendish Square
The inevitable next move of the Society was now well in sight. Temporary premises at 15 Cavendish Square were brought into use in 1910and preparations for the new building at 1 Wimpole Street were pushed ahead. It was not a time when one would have expected any outstanding innovations in the work of the library; yet precisely then a formal start was made in the provision of library services to Fellows overseas. A letter signed by MacAlister appeared in the Lancet of June 16, 1910, offering the provision of abstracts and lists of references to overseas Fellows. His aim was to make it as easy for 'the man in the Andes to benefit from the library as for the man in Harley Street'.
The uneasy dual librarianship was also ended in that year. C R Hewitt assumed full charge of the library;-Clarke still had certain duties in the library under Hewitt's direction, but was in the main employed in editorial work in the publication of the Society's Proceedings.
In this period, too, there was consideration of a proposal of co-operation between the library of the Royal College of Surgeons and the Society's library to prevent duplication of purchase of journals now held in both libraries. The time was not particularly propitious for such a proposal and, fortunately, it was taken no further. The Society has always to place the broadest possible interpretation on the term 'Medicine'; and its library could never successfully reflect that interpretation if,it rejected material falling within its scope solely because some other body, with more specialized interests, also held some of the same material.
Though the state and future of its library was only one of the reasons for the Society's moving from Hanover Square and building its present House, the needs of the library were well to the fore in planning. During the last years in Hanover Square the reading rooms were neither quiet nor comfortable; books were shelved on every floor and in nearly every room 'including the lavatory'; there was no staff working space where such work as cataloguing could be carried on without interruption; and the increase in the number of users meant that 'practically every book in current demand is always out and readers who wish to work in the library rarely obtain the book they want' -a defect which could only be remedied to some extent if space to house and means to maintain further duplicated collections could be found.
Indeed MacAlister was seeking help from pb,jlanthropists to endow a library in the new building which should be in the nature of a British Public Medical Library, 'to place at the disposal of every medical man, however poor, the whole resources of the world's medical learning'. He used that phrase in a letter which he 38 addressed early in 1911 to Andrew Carnegie, suggesting that with Carnegie's help there could be created a library 'comparable with the great Surgeon-General's library at Washington, the finest in the world, which is maintained by a wisely generous Government'. He made similar approaches to other possible benefactors though without any great success. Whilst no one could ever doubt that the Society came first in all his thoughts he did have a vision, and one which still persists, of a Society's library aspiring to serve wider than solely Society interests.
1912-1934 Wimpole Street
The history of the library immediately before 1912 is one of work done under difficulties, endless moving of booksand readersall the trials and tribulations of moving a library from one place to another. However, the move was made, and by July 1912 the library committee held its first meeting at 1 Wimpole Street and carried on bookbuying with unabated vigour; nor was there any talk of discarding.
By the outbreak of World War I the library had settled down in its new premises, most of the cataloguing arrears had been overtaken and, as might have been expected, there was need for the extension of the basement shelving. War, of course, brought great difficulties in obtaining journals and deprived Hewitt of three of his small staff, yet throughout the war about 10,000 readers a year continued to use the library; loans stood at about 5,000 volumes a year.
Immediately after the war attention was turned to making good wartime deficiencies and to overtaking arrears of cataloguing. C R Hewitt left in 1920 to go to the new League of Nations Library, and was succeeded by H E Powell, who had first served the library as one of MacAlister's pupilassistants. At this time, about 20,000 readers a year were using the library and the loans had risen to 11,500. Purchasing, both of books and journals, now very strongly reflected the great importance of American-medicine.
In 1921 the library received a notable gift, the books of the late Albert Chalmers, the parasitologist. Chalmers had been an enthusiastic and discriminating collector and the gift brought into the library many rare and beautiful examples of historical classics of medicine.
In 1924 the former Marcus Beck Laboratory was closed and the space devoted to library purposes. The room was shelved throughout iindhouses a representative collection of historlqal works. In that sameyear, too, a broad{classification of books was brought into use; the aim was to group books according to the special interests of the various Sections of the Society.
MacAlister's long term of service ended in 1925; the library which served 745 Fellows when he took charge in 1887 , was now, under Powell, in 1925 serving 4,000; and this very year of MacAlister's retirement saw the extension of the library services, introduced in 1910 for overseas Fellows, to all Fellows.
Demands on the reference services became so heavy as to take most of the time of the senior staff, and routine work began to suffer as a result. By 1930 it was clear that staff must be increased; and that some means other than duplication of purchase was needed to maintain the lending service. The installation of a photostat machine eased the problem of lending bulky or rare volumes for the sake of single articles; probably few pieces of equipment have given the Society better service.
A revised staff establishment was brought in. From 1930 the staff was to be librarian, sublibrarian, three assistant librarians, two assistants, one clerical assistant, one photostat operator and odd-job man, one library porter and one messenger boy. It was laid down that the assistant librarians must have a knowledge of at least one modern foreign language.
With this increase in staff came increased duties; the library was kept open until 10 p.m. on three nights a week; efforts were increased to secure a quicker turnover of books; and copies of bibliographies prepared for Fellows were preserved to build up a library reference file. The number of current journals rose to over 900 titles, for which extra display space was made; and at the same time extra staff working space was secured by structural alterations on the west side of the first floor landing.
The financial difficulties of the next few years enforced economies in library purchasing. Bookbuying fell off in order to maintain the journals collection though for a time duplication of some journals had to be suspended, a loss which is still felt thirty years later. Powell's last years of office were under the shadow of these economies.
Harassed by restricted buying, with a consequent growth of waiting lists, and badly needing yet more staff, the library, none the less, in his last year of office could point to a still greater use of its services. Nearly 40,000 readers worked in it, 28,700 books were lent, 8,500 parcels went out by post, over 1,000 searches of indexes were made for Fellows and the current journals climbed to just over 1,000 titles.
Powell in the twentieth century had much in common with Wheatley in the nineteenth. He was a bookman, a highly competent professional librarian, and a man who emerged, as no other of his predecessors save Wheatley seemed to do, as the head of the library rather than simply the man carrying out detailed orders from above. Like Wheatley, too, Powell died in the service of the Society.
1934-1945
Wimpole Street Powell was followed by G F Home, who had joined the library as sub-librarian in 1929; Home was replaced as sub-librarian by W J Bishop. There can be no doubt that in those two dissimilar but devoted men, the Society obtained a very powerful combination of talents at a time when the library was again ready to move forward.
In the few years before the outbreak of the Second World War, Home carried through the reclassification of the library, made strong efforts to add many of the American State journals for the sake of the original work increasingly appearing in them, and enlarged the collection of reports of Medical Officers of Health and of hospitals. The library was kept open throughout the year from 10 a.m. to 10 p.m. Mondays to Fridays and from 10 a.m. to 6.30 p.m. on Saturdays. The bibliographical services were developed to the point of recruiting special staff to maintain them; and translation of abstracts was added to the services. This work was supported by an enrichment of the collection of indexes, published bibliographies, abstracting journals and dictionaries. It benefited, too, from the systematic addition of the great German encyclopidias. These were years of rapid expansion both of holdings and in service to readers in the library and to the ever-increasing body of postal borrowers. It was obvious that some extension of library premises would be imperative if the pace was maintained, but planning for that was halted by the outbreak of war in September 1939. A special grant from the Rockefeller Foundation enabled the Society to take premises near St Albans and to move about 40,000 of the rarer books and journals out of London. Not only did books move there; later in the war, Bishop also lived there amongst them.
It is fitting to pay some tribute to his courage and devotion in those days. Home had been struck down by a long illness, Bishop's own house had been destroyed, staff had been severely depleted, the library faced a wholly unprecedented situation, yet through it all Bishop met each trial and emergency unfalteringly. These were indeed years of desperate improvisation, long hours and unusual difficulties, but throughout the whole period the library remained open; and mercifully suffered no great damage. Indeed with space freed by the moving of books to St Albans it was able to give temporary shelter to books from some less fortunate London libraries.
The supply of Continental journals early dried up; American journals arrived mutilated by censors, or sometimes failed to survive the Atlantic crossing. Indeed from the end of 1941 the number of current titles received dropped to between 500 and 550. Books became scarce, yet the demands on the library became more pressing. Photocopying and microfilming was increased to serve forces establishments overseas. Microfilm readers were placed in various base establishments and a form of folding reader, rather like a toy microscope fashioned from cardboard, was developed. It was rather trying to use, but it could be packed with a consignment of film and was useful for the man with no access to a regular reading machine. Travel difficulties, and blackout restrictions curtailed the opening hours, but between 25,000 and 30,000 readers a year used the library; and postal loans rose to 33,000 a year.
1945-1953 Wimpole Street
In the years immediately after the war great efforts were made to fill wartime gaps. Officers of the Society visited the Continent, in a manner reminiscent of the early book-buying trip of Yelloly and Bateman at the end of the Napoleonic wars, to seek war-time publications. Lists of wants were circulated to booksellers and help was received from H.M. Stationery Office.
Even while trying to remedy its own deficiencies the library was involved in work to help wardamaged Continental libraries. A generous grant from the Rockefeller Foundation led to the setting up, under Home's directorship, of the Central Medical Library Bureau, an organization based on the Society to supply microfilm copies of back sets of major journals to libraries which had lost much of their stock. That work was completed in four years. A photographic department had been set up to carry out the work, and that developed into the present Photographic Unit of the Society which amongst its many other activities continues to provide, within the scope of the Copyright Act, photocopy and microfilm both for Fellows of the Society and for other scientific workers and institutions.
During the war, as during the war of 1914-18, the library had been open to Allied medical officers. The Society indeed had a long tradition of hospitality and for many years, quite apart from arrangements made for special events, from the Great Exhibition of 1851 onwards, admitted non-members to read in the library on an introduction from a Fellow. For some years after the Second World War a special room was set aside where visitors could read with very little formality indeed. This was undoubtedly a boon to many men in the immediate post-war years. This could only be a temporary arrangement but the privilege of reading for a limited period, on introduction by a Fellow, remains for the benefit of the man who, without needing regular access to the library, may, at times, wish to consult material not readily available in public collections; and arrangements have also been made for a form of temporary membership of the Society which gives access to the library during its currency. In recent years also, benefactions from the Wellcome and Leverhulme Trusts have enabled the Society to admit each year a limited number of younger research workers who during the tenure of their associateship enjoy virtually all the privileges of Fellowship.
By 1950 many of the worst gaps had been filled, books and journals were again flowing in and the library was once more open twelve hours a day. The increase in holdings, the increase in the Fellowship and activities of the Society were putting sore pressure on space -it was therefore with deep gratitude that Council heard the President report at its meeting on October 17, 1950, that the Wellcome Trustees had made a magnificent grant for the extension of the library. From 'the dust, uproar and hurly-burly of the next two years emerged an extension of the library premises, the Wellcome Research Library. During that time the library services were maintained and whilst it is proper to pay tribute to a staff which faced considerable difficulty, and extra work, it is equally right to remember all the thousands of readers who accepted the inevitable discomforts and inconveniences with goodwill.
1953-

Wimpole Street
So far as the library was concerned the extension of the Society's House meant that the entire second floor, the Wellcome Research Library, was now added to it. The additional reading room provided shelving for 50,000 volumes. The floor space was broken by a number of free-standing stacks which gave a measure of privacy to readers; the room itself is much freer of street noise than the first floor and it is much favoured by the reader who wishes to devote himself to several hours' reading rather than the quick visit to consult an individual article. More staff working space was also provided on this floor. The whole of the building operations were carried out under the close supervision of that master. builder, the late Lord Webb-Johnson. His zeal and energy were everywhere apparent from the greatest to the smallest thing. Even if his direction at times seemed exacting, his enthusiasm was infectious; and few libraries can share with the Society's the claim to have had a member of the House of Lords as an unpaid porter when moving books.
Home, unhappily, did not remain librarian to' see the end of the work. Ill health forced his retirement in 1952 but'he was created Honorary Consultant Librarian by Council and retained that office until his death in 1958. Bishop had left the Society in 1946, when he became librarian of the, Wellcome Historical Medical Library, but, like Home, was not wholly lost to the Society. Until his recent, much-lamented death, his advice and help were always at the disposal of the library and its staff. It would be difficult to assess the individual contributions of those two men to the welfare of the library but there can be no dispute that their successors inherited from them a collection enhanced in scope and service; and some, at least, owed most of their professional training to them.
Since the war, as before, Council has remained constant in its efforts to maintain the activities of the Society and to increase its usefulness both to its Fellowship and to the nation. Aid has been sought and obtained from philanthropy and some gifts have been directly applied to the library. The Wellcome Trustees made a further grant to allow repair of damaged books to be undertaken on a large scale. The Pfeiffer Foundation provided the means to carry out microfilming of early journals of which the paper was deteriorating rapidly; and a further generous gift from the Rockefeller Foundation has eased the burden of the steeply rising cost of books and journals and has borne the salaries of certain extra members of the staff. That grant has also made possible certain structural alterations on the first floor which have provided a central library service station and catalogue and reference room separated from the reading room itself; and further journal display racks have been built in the Wellcome Research Library.
It remains to record one more significant innovation of recent years, the formation, in 1956, of the Library (Scientific Research) Section of the Society. The suggestion for the formation of this Section came from a number of pharmaceutical companies and with the support of the Association of British Pharmaceutical Industry. Its purpose is to make the library and other services of the Society available to employees oftindustrial and commercial companies directly or-indirectly concerned with medical problems. In addition to many pharmaceutical companies with employees as Members of the Section, medical publishers, Government departments and private societies are also represented. Their support of the library is generous, their demands are stimulating, and their help and loyalty to the library invaluable.
The library has come far since those early days, when in 1815, ten years after its foundation, Council hoped that it would 'soon arrive at a degree of perfection worthy of the Society and of the country'. That hope of 1815 is still its inspiration. Progress at times is slow; imperfections there always are, and the mutually exclusive demands of a reference collection and a circulating library are still present. Yet, so long as the library strives, with the loyalty and -support of its users, towards that goal of a state of perfection worthy of the Society and of the country, there will be life and health in it.
